Unlike most mammalian species, the prairie vole is highly affiliative, forms enduring social bonds between mates and displays biparental behavior. Over two decades of research on this species has enhanced our understanding of the neurobiological basis not only of monogamy, social attachment and nurturing behaviors but also other aspects of social cognition. Because social cognitive deficits are hallmarks of many psychiatric disorders, discoveries made in prairie voles can direct novel treatment strategies for disorders such as autism spectrum disorder and schizophrenia. With the ongoing development of molecular, genetic and genomic tools for this species, prairie voles will likely maintain their current trajectory becoming an unprecedented model organism for basic and translational research focusing on the biology of the social brain.
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The need for a mammalian model of social behavior Impairments in the ability to engage in healthy social interactions and to form stable social attachments are common characteristics of several mental health disorders, including depression, addiction, schizophrenia and autism spectrum disorders (ASDs). Identifying the neurobiological and genetic mechanisms contributing to normative social cognitive function is essential for understanding these disorders as well as for identifying potential targets for pharmacological interventions. Because the ability to form stable social attachments is rare in animals, particularly among those species typically studied in the laboratory, studies of the biological bases of complex social behaviors that recapitulate the richness of human social relationships have been limited. Thus, there is a dire need to identify model organisms ideally suited for investigating complex social behavior at a mechanistic level. Indeed, the US Department of Human Services Interagency Autism Coordinating Committee has recommended a 5-year budget of $75,000,000 to support research to standardize and validate at least 20 model systems that replicate features of ASDs and will allow identification of specific molecular targets or neural circuits amenable to existing or new interventions.
Few neuroscientists will argue the extraordinary value of the translational opportunities afforded by studies of biological phenomena in traditional mammalian laboratory animal models such as mouse (Mus musculus) and rat (Rattus norvegius). Several factors have ensured the dominance of these rodent models in biomedical research, including the ease of maintaining laboratory populations and the abundance of pharmacological, molecular and genomic resources available for these species. Their phylogenetic positioning relative to humans sets mice and rats apart from other model organisms (i.e. Drosophila melanogaster and Caenorhabditis elegans), particularly with regard to understanding the complexity of gene-brain-behavior relationships. However, the translational utility of a model organism is only as valuable as the traits it expresses, and although almost all eukaryotic animal models exhibit some form of social behavior, few recapitulate the richness of social behavior of humans, including our capacity to form lasting social attachments.
Here, we introduce a model organism, the prairie vole (Microtus ochrogaster), which is highly suited for the study of social behavior. We first provide an overview of the social behaviors displayed by this species and then highlight some of the areas in which prairie vole research has enlightened our understanding of the neurobiology and genetics of social bonding, parental care, the effects of early life experience on adult behaviors and the consequences of social loss or isolation. Finally, we reflect on how these studies have already impacted our understanding of social cognition in our own species.
The prairie vole model
The socially monogamous prairie vole has emerged as an excellent model species for examining the neurobiology of
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Glossary
Alloparenting: parenting performed by individuals that are not the biological parents. Pair bond: a long-term selective social attachment between a mating pair that is typically associated with a shared territory and nest, but does not imply sexual fidelity. Partner preference: a laboratory measure of an individual's preference to associate with a partner versus a novel or opposite sex conspecific. Individuals that have formed a partner preference spend more time in close proximity to their partner than to a novel stimulus animal; however, the presence of a partner preference does not imply the establishment of a pair bond. Philopatry: living groups consisting of multiple generations of related individuals. Social monogamy: a long-term association between a male and a female that cooperate in producing and rearing offspring. Social monogamy, unlike genetic monogamy, does not imply sexual fidelity. 
